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SUMMARY.  The transition of academic library 
reference resources from print to electronic format has 
been characterised by a growing level of strategic 
decision making by librarians, as mediated searches 
were replaced by end user CD-ROM formats, only to 
be superseded by online user access. The experience 
of Australian university libraries, which were early 
adopters of these changes, is outlined. Particular 
factors which impacted on this transition in other 
English speaking countries (the United Kingdom, 
United States, Canada and South Africa) are also 
described. The formation of purchasing consortia has 
been crucial in all countries in facilitating this 
transformation of reference collections. 
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The past twenty years have been a most stimulating 
time to be a librarian. It has been a roller-coaster ride 
from substantial print based reference collections, 
whose mysteries were evident only to the most 
experienced of reference librarians, through to end 
user database searching and “Google for everyone 
with access to a PC”. Which of us has had a moment 
to stop for breath and reflect back upon the ride so 
far? What has this experience, with all its “highs” and 
“lows”, meant for the development of the academic 
library reference collection?  
 
 While the rate of change has varied for academic 
libraries in different parts of the world, the current and 
ongoing transition from print reference collections to 
electronic has been a global experience. The changes 
in Australian academic library reference sources have 
been emblematic of this transition.   
 
THE AUSTRALIAN EXPERIENCE 
 
The uptake of electronic formats has been faster in 
Australia than many other countries. This “early 
adopter” strategy has been due to a combination of 
libraries’ ongoing financial problems, a long term focus 
on the information needs of remote students, and an 
accompanying rapid uptake of technology by 
Australians compared to other nationalities.  However, 
Australian trends do, in general, reflect those of 
libraries across the English speaking world. 
 
One factor which has actively driven the early 
transition of Australian university library reference 
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collections from print to electronic has been the 
substantial fluctuation of the Australian currency 
against its overseas counterparts, and, in particular, 
throughout the 1990s, the deterioration of its value 
against currencies of the United States and Europe, 
from which the vast majority of university reference 
materials (generally 80-90%) are sourced.  In October 
1996, one Australian dollar was worth 80.55 US cents.  
By November 2000, it had fallen to 51.25 US cents.  
Subsequent recovery has been only marginal.  Table 
1 outlines this relevant decline in more detail. 
 
TABLE 1: 
US DOLLAR AND UK POUND VALUE OF AUS DOLLAR 
1995-2002
0.3
0.4
0.5
0.6
0.7
0.8
0.9
19
95
19
96
19
97
19
98
19
99
20
00
20
01
20
02
US UK
 (Graph derived from internally derived QUT figures) 
 
This dramatic decline in the buying power of the 
Australian dollar required concerted action by many 
university libraries if they were to maintain reference 
collections that were both viable and financially 
affordable.  Many were faced with this problem at the 
very time when vendors were introducing electronic 
alternatives to traditional print formats, and, in many 
cases, seeking to sell these to libraries as “add-ons” to 
their print subscriptions.  For many of these university 
libraries, the payment of additional charges to add 
electronic access to their current print reference 
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subscriptions was out of the question.  Yet electronic 
options clearly provided significantly improved access, 
not only for on campus students but, especially 
significant in the Australian context, for remote 
students with little or no access to the library’s print 
reference sources.  An inevitable result was that many 
of Australia’s university libraries chose to move 
immediately to decouple the print/electronic bundle, 
preferring the “electronic only” option for purchasing 
reference resources. As a result of this, the transition 
amongst their scholars and researchers to the 
electronic reference environment was greatly 
accelerated. 
 
Australia’s emphasis on distance education is another 
factor leading to its early transition to electronic 
resources.  Australia is a very large country 
geographically, but one with a relatively small 
population (about 20 million).  Most of this population 
is grouped in several substantial cities along the 
Eastern seaboard, with smaller pockets on the 
southern and western seaboards.  The great majority 
of its universities are similarly located within this area.  
Traditionally, the scattered population in the rest of the 
country has been served for university education 
through “external” or “distance” studies, originally 
offered by selected universities through 
correspondence courses.  Australia has been a leader 
in this field.  Australian higher education libraries have 
for many years demonstrated a commitment to the 
development of information literate students and 
graduates.  In a print environment, it is extremely 
difficult for distance-based students to undertake their 
own information searching and retrieval.  Requests for 
information on a topic were traditionally mailed or 
phoned to a reference librarian, who undertook the 
search on behalf of the student, subsequently mailing 
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relevant material to the student to enable them to 
complete the assignment.  The advent of electronic 
databases accessible electronically provided the 
opportunity for transition from this “spoon-feeding” 
approach, facilitating the distance student’s ability to 
develop information seeking skills on a par with those 
of campus based students.  As access to computers 
and the internet has spread to more remote areas of 
the country, and as bandwidth to these areas has 
improved, this possibility has become a reality for a 
large number of non-metropolitan based university 
students and scholars.  As reference sources 
available to students electronically increase, so all 
students, whether campus based or remote, are more 
readily able to identify and access the information 
essential for course completion. 
 
 In the 1970s and 1980s, Australia’s remoteness from 
the major publishing houses of Europe and USA 
meant delays in accessing the latest reference 
publications and journal issues. Normal sea mail 
delivery of issues to Australia usually meant a three 
month delay between the time the issues were 
available in North American or European libraries and 
the time they were available in Australian libraries. 
Few Australian libraries could afford the price for air-
freight delivery. Even in the most prestigious 
Australian academic libraries, library budgets were 
not, and still are not, in the same league as those of 
most major US universities.  
 
These factors led Australian academic libraries to 
move quickly to adopt the new opportunities in 
reference collections. Such adoption did not begin in 
an orderly, rational fashion. It happened rather 
opportunistically, responsive to innovations in products 
and technology, with one eye on improved service to 
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the client and the other on the value of the Australian 
dollar. As time went along, and librarians became 
more accustomed to the new electronic environment, 
the libraries were able to be strategic and plan more 
consciously. 
 
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, academic libraries 
were using dial up online database search services, 
such as Dialog and Medline, to search indexing and 
abstracting services online. These tools offered a 
search capability across databases that was far 
superior to that for print equivalents. A few expert 
librarians were trained in the secrets of Boolean logic 
and conducted these expensive searches on behalf of 
the client. The client –mostly academics or 
researchers - was encouraged to sit alongside the 
reference librarian, changing the search strategy as 
the search results clacked out on the teletype. In 
Australia, the price of accessing Dialog was multiplied 
by the cost of the real time international telephone call 
from Australia through to the US based Dialog 
headquarters.  
 
The introduction of CD-ROM products onto the Library 
market in the late 1980s was warmly welcomed as an 
alternative to this expensive, and consequently rather 
exclusive, service. Indexes and abstracting services 
were the first such products available. In 1987, 
Australian academic libraries were subscribing to CD-
ROM products such as Business Periodicals Index, 
Applied Sciences and Technology Index, Library 
Literature and ERIC. The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics had also published its latest census data on 
CD-ROM. This census data was a forerunner of many 
later electronic fulltext reference products to be added 
to the reference collection.  Wherever possible, 
academic libraries (especially those on multiple 
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campuses) negotiated site licences with product 
vendors to network these CD-ROMs and to make 
them available beyond the library walls and across the 
university. Students, who had previously largely been 
excluded from dial up Dialog type computer searching 
of indexes and abstracts, became enthusiastic users 
of the new CD-ROM services. Many academic 
libraries set up small labs near their Information desks 
for students to use the CD-ROM databases. 
Reference librarians were still at hand to guide 
students in searches, just as they remained in 
proximity to the print reference collection. Reference 
librarians adapted their reader education training on 
indexes and abstracting services to include the CD-
ROM services as well as print.  
 
By the late 1980s, academic libraries in Australia and 
elsewhere had embraced CD-ROM database 
reference products where these could be afforded. 
CD-ROM indexes and abstracting services offered a 
search capacity that was unrivalled by their print 
equivalents. Users could search across titles, 
abstracts and key words, and combine search terms. 
They could conduct a single search across several 
years at a time instead of one year at a time on the 
print version. Importantly, most students, especially 
the younger ones, loved the interactive technology. 
 
 The Queensland University of Technology (QUT) 
Library’s Annual Report for 1989 reads: “Major 
acquisitions of CD-ROM databases occurred, offering 
students at all levels unprecedented capacity to locate 
information in support of assignments and research 
projects. By year’s end, the Library was offering 20 
CDROM products directly to students and staff. These 
included the first full text CDROM publication, 
signalling the Library’s entry into the storage and use 
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of true electronic publishing.”  The Library had just 
bought its first encyclopaedia on CD-ROM. The arrival 
of CD-ROMs in the Library coincided with the peak of 
mediated online searching services. Librarian 
mediated dialup online searching services quickly 
declined over the next few years. 
 
By 1990, many more CD-ROM abstracting and 
indexing products became available on the market. 
Academic libraries subscribed to those services which 
they used most heavily and, to cover the cost, many 
were obliged to cancel the subscription to the print 
version of these titles.  
 
This set the stage for the next progression. In the early 
1990s, the first fulltext journal CD-ROMs were on the 
market. One of the first purchased at QUT was 
Business Periodicals Ondisc, shortly followed by 
Proquest Social Sciences Index. The merging of 
indexes and full text on disk met the strong user desire 
to match index search results with the articles. So 
many students wanted to use these fulltext databases, 
the Library had to set up a half hourly student 
bookings system for Business Periodicals Index 
Online.  
 
By 1994, the CD-ROM wave had crested and was 
quickly overtaken by the Internet, as many of the key 
reference products which had been available on CD-
ROM became available online. The concepts of the 
“Virtual Library” and the “Scholar’s Workstation” 
suddenly became so much more real and achievable. 
Universities as a whole were grappling with the 
logistics and costs of providing easy student access to 
the Internet. Student computer labs around campuses 
were upgraded and linked to the Internet. Small labs 
of terminals for CDROM searching, often located 
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adjacent to the reference desk and serviced by the 
reference librarians, were expanded and upgraded to 
PCs with Internet access. Issues of user access to 
CD-ROM campus networks and standalone CD-ROMs 
were replaced by problems of access to the online 
products from outside the campus. The difficulties of 
managing network access to large stacks of CD-
ROMs, and searching one time range after another, 
were replaced by difficulties with authentication in the 
Internet environment. Issues of authentication and 
Internet access featured in Library negotiations with 
vendors and publishers and many took several years 
to resolve.  University provision of Internet access for 
students enabled libraries to develop Internet access 
to information resources with some measure of 
confidence. 
  
The introduction and trialling of electronic reference 
sources in Australian universities was greatly 
facilitated by activity through the 1990s by the Council 
of Australian University Librarians (CAUL).  CAUL 
comprises the library directors of all 38 Australian 
university libraries.  It was first formally constituted in 
1965, and opened a permanent office in Canberra, the 
national capital, in 1995.   
 
“CAUL is dedicated to improving access by the staff 
and students of Australian universities to the scholarly 
information resources that are fundamental to the 
advancement of teaching, learning and research.  
Through an expanding program of information 
dissemination, coordination and consortial acquisition 
of electronic information services, it offers members 
tangible evidence of the benefits of working together”1   
 
CAUL began its program of consortial purchase, or 
brokering, of electronic resources for Australian 
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university libraries with its involvement in 
administering trials for a federally funded scheme 
through which, in 1994-96, the Australian government, 
which is the primary funding authority for Australian 
universities, provided A$2 million to Australian 
university libraries for licensing costs to enable the  
provision of trials of electronic databases.  The first 
reference database trialled was ISI Current Contents, 
and this was followed by others, including Academic 
Press IDEAL and IAC Expanded Academic ASAP.  
Following the success of these trials, CAUL members 
agreed to continue the central coordination of 
subscriptions to new electronic services wherever 
feasible.  As a result CAUL has continued this function 
for Australian university libraries, as well as for the 
Australian government research arm (CSIRO), for 
New Zealand university libraries, and for other 
research libraries, these activities being funded by a 
levy on participants.  Since 1994, some 32 electronic 
products, including a number of major reference 
resources, have been acquired consortially through 
this mechanism, with advantages to Australian 
universities such as improved access conditions and 
pricing models.  
 
Most recently, the Australian Vice Chancellors’ 
Committee, (the body representing the heads of all 
Australian universities) also stepped into this 
negotiating arena.  After initial unsuccessful 
discussions with Elsevier Publishing, the AVCC did 
successfully broker a deal, in which most Australian 
universities participated, to provide nation-wide access 
to ISI’s Web of Science database.  Recent special 
funding from the Australian federal government has 
enabled purchase of backsets of this resource for 
participating libraries.  
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With increasing public access to the Internet, more 
and more information resources became Internet 
accessible. Universities, government and other 
organisations began to make information and 
publications available online from their web pages. 
Reference librarians began searching the web for 
answers to ready reference questions they had 
previously answered from their print reference 
collections. Dictionaries, encyclopedias, handbooks 
and manuals, statistics, almanacs, directories, 
standards and catalogues of other libraries have all 
become available online over the past decade. As 
William Katz notes in the introduction to his latest 
edition of the standard ”Introduction to Reference 
Work” (v.1.p.10) “In another decade or so print 
reference works will disappear entirely, particularly 
when the retrospective indexes are put online. Note 
though, this does not mean all print, but primarily 
reference works which are much easier to use 
online.”2  
 
The Queensland University of Technology Library has 
tracked its uptake of electronic information resources 
compared to print acquisitions. In 1996 expenditure on 
all electronic information resources consumed 15% of 
the Library’s expenditure on serials. By 2002, this had 
risen to 58% of total serials expenditure and 37% of 
the total Library acquisitions budget.   
 
The era of electronic reference collections is now truly 
upon us. 
 
LOCAL FEATURES AFFECTING OTHER MAJOR 
ENGLISH SPEAKING COUNTRIES 
 
As already outlined, the Australian experience of this 
transition from print to electronic reference collections 
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was typical of the change across the English speaking 
world.  In all countries investigated, the formation of 
purchasing consortia has greatly assisted this 
process.  However, while the experience of other 
countries in general paralleled that of Australia, 
particular circumstances in each, such as the relative 
economic climate and the degree of government 
assistance available, have affected both the means 
and the speed of the transition which occurred. 
 
United Kingdom 
 
Throughout the United Kingdom, university libraries 
have been fortunate to have access to the assistance 
and funding provided through the Joint Information 
Systems Committee (JISC) of the UK Higher 
Education Funding Councils, which was founded to 
promote the development of electronic information in 
UK universities.  Whilst not specifically established to 
service libraries, the development of electronic library 
resources has always constituted one of the major foci 
of JISC activity. 
 
The Joint Information Systems Committee was 
established in 1993, and has, since that date, been 
actively involved in facilitating the purchase of 
electronic resources for UK academic libraries, at 
times providing seeding funds to pilot consortial 
purchase activities developed through a number of 
agencies.  This facilitation role has enabled a number 
of deals to be struck by libraries for the purchase of 
online reference resources at more affordable prices 
than would have been possible individually.  Some of 
these agreements apply to only some universities, 
while some are nationally based.  A JISC Model 
Contract and Model Licence are used for many of 
these negotiations.  A considerable number of 
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contracts for indexing and abstracting tools in a variety 
of disciplines have been negotiated via this method.  
These initiatives have also recently been extended 
into the full text journal arena through the NESLI 
(National Electronic Site Licence Initiative) and 
NESLi2 programs. 
 
JISC, however, is not the only purchasing consortium 
activity occurring amongst UK academic libraries.  
Negotiations for research libraries have also been 
undertaken during this period by the Consortium of 
University Research Libraries, while other regionally 
based networks have assisted their members’ 
transition to electronic reference sources through 
consortial deals. 
 
The relative strength of the British pound throughout 
this transition period has been one factor which 
contrasts to recent currency exchange rate 
deterioration in many other countries.  This, together 
with the infrastructure and seed funding for many 
initiatives available through JISC, has meant that the 
print to electronic transition in UK universities has 
been relatively more controlled than has been the 
case in regions where factors have been less 
favourable. 
 
United States 
 
It is impossible to discern any one approach or model 
for the transition of reference collections from print to 
electronic across the USA.  The number of universities 
involved, and the fact that the basic funding model for 
universities is either state or privately based, rather 
than centrally funded by the federal government, 
makes the circumstances very different from those 
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applying in Australia, or in most other countries under 
discussion. 
In a presentation to the JULAC Task Force Consortia 
Seminar, Hong Kong, in 2001, Arnold Hirshon, 
Executive Director of Nelinet, referred to the US 
picture as “a mosaic, not one best practice or model”, 
identifying the following differences in approaches to 
funding e-resources across the country: 
 
• “no single funding or distribution model across the 
states 
• many states provide little or no central funding 
• funding may be one time rather than recurring 
• funding levels differ greatly for different types of 
library 
• funding is in a constant state of flux 
• total allocation is less important than per capita 
spent 
• funding patterns [are] based on local politics”3 
 
As a consequence of the size of the US library market, 
and its proximity to major database vendors, American 
universities have been able to more effectively 
negotiate deals which facilitate the transition to 
electronic reference materials than has often been the 
case in those countries with smaller purchasing 
power, or those more distantly located from major 
markets. The basic trend, however, has been the 
same, as libraries band together to develop market 
power and to advocate their own cases more 
effectively.   
 
As in other countries, library consortia have become 
effective lobbying instruments in negotiating e-
resource deals.  Collective buying power has been 
used to overcome vendor practices which are inimical 
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to the interests of individual libraries.  Examples of 
such collective approaches to the acquisition of 
electronic resources exist across the country.  Hirson’s 
own organisation, Nelinet, is a prime example.  
Formed as a program of the New England Board of 
Higher Education, it serves over 650 member libraries 
across six New England states and negotiates 
individual deals on numerous e-reference products.  
Another typical major consortium is OhioLINK, a state-
funded consortium of the libraries of 83 colleges and 
universities, together with the State Library of Ohio.  
One of its major programs is the brokering of access 
to electronic resources on behalf of its members.  In 
an article discussing OhioLINK’s activities in this area, 
Tom Sanville commented: 
 
“…the economics of group purchase are far superior 
to the role of the individual library as an economic 
island…Consortium purchasing enhances vendor 
revenue and profits while lowering library unit cost of 
purchase.  Many consortia have experienced this 
phenomenon, saving anywhere from 20% to 70% 
when buying as  a group compared to accrued 
individual library prices.…OhioLINK has found that in 
many cases only a small increment in spending is 
needed to achieve group wide access”4 
 
Many US academic libraries, in fact, belong to more 
than one consortium, each bringing particular 
advantages both in electronic resources purchasing 
and in other consortial activities.  Smaller local 
consortia have also been shown to produce very 
tangible results for their members. 
 
Canada 
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The Canadian university environment also differs from 
that in Australia, as the principal funding source for 
these institutions is provincially, not federally, based.  
Thus, Canadian university libraries have, throughout 
the period of rapid growth in online reference sources, 
cooperated in regional or province based consortia to 
negotiate affordable access to appropriate sources.  
Many of these consortia centre on academic library 
needs, though some are inclusive of the broader 
library community of the region.  Whilst most such 
consortia were not founded solely to facilitate 
collaborative purchasing, this has become a major 
part of the operations of many of these organisations.  
Examples of such organisations include The 
Electronic Library Network (ELN) of British Columbia, 
the Council of Atlantic University Librarians (CAUL), 
Novanet in Nova Scotia, the Ontario Council of 
University Libraries (OCUL), the Libraries Committee 
of La Conference des recteurs et des principaux des 
universites due Quebec (CREPUQ), and the Council 
of Prairie and Pacific University Librarians (COPPUL). 
 
COPPUL is a typical example of such joint efforts.  
The Council is a consortium of 22 university libraries 
located in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta and 
British Columbia.  Its website states “Member libraries 
cooperate to enhance information services through 
resource sharing, collective purchasing, document 
delivery, and many other similar activities.”5    The 
organisation itself was first formed in 1967 to facilitate 
resource sharing.  Since the 1990s, consortium 
purchasing has become an increasingly important part 
of its activities.  Its current list of negotiated products, 
both reference and fulltext, includes 48 separate 
licenses and products.  The Ontario Council of 
University Libraries (OCUL) similarly cites collective 
purchasing as one of its principal activities.  The range 
From the Stack to Google  17 of 23  
   
 
of its currently licensed reference resources range 
from the Grove Dictionary of Art to CINAHL, from 
PsychInfo to SciFinder Scholar. 
 
Most recently, Canadian academic libraries have been 
able to significantly increase their access to electronic 
publications, including online reference tools, via the 
Canadian National Site Licensing Project.  The project 
has been funded by a C$20 million grant from the 
Canada Foundation, which partially supports access 
for the 64 university participants to electronic material, 
primarily in scientific, technical and medical 
disciplines.  The remainder of the funding to purchase 
such online resources are met by the project 
participants.  Access to the multidisciplinary reference 
tool Web of Science is one of the licences funded 
through this program. 
 
Like Australian academic libraries, those in Canada 
have suffered during this period from a currency value 
which has fallen in relation to strong US and European 
currencies.  And again, as in Australia, there is 
evidence that strong consortial networks have been a 
major factor in improving the affordability of electronic 
reference sources for university libraries across the 
country. 
 
South Africa 
 
The educational environment in South Africa is unique 
amongst major English speaking countries.  The 
country contains a significant highly literate group but 
also a substantial illiterate population.  These  
significant differences in literacy levels are also 
marked between races, and between urban and rural 
based populations. The previously weak school 
system for indigenous South Africans, and the 
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prevalence of an oral, rather than written, culture has 
exacerbated these differences. 
 
As commented by Darch, Rapp and Underwood: 
 
“The library and information sector is characterised by 
pockets of excellence, and relative technological 
sophistication, while the majority of citizens, many of 
whom live in rural areas or townships, do not have 
access to even the most rudimentary library and 
information services.” 6 
 
In addition, South Africa’s academic institutions vary 
substantially in their resource bases, the former elite 
institutions such as the Universities of Pretoria, Cape 
Town and Witwatersrand being traditionally far better 
resourced than their counterpart institutions originally 
intended to service “black” and “coloured” populations. 
The latter did receive overseas funding during the 
apartheid era, but little of this funding penetrated to 
the university libraries. 
 
As a consequence of generally stretched financial 
resources in the newly democratic structure, South 
African university libraries have been slower than 
those in many other English speaking countries in 
being able to take advantage of the opportunities to 
transform their reference resources from print to 
electronic format.  In this context some of the factors 
which have acted to slow the adoption of such 
transition are: 
 
• Lack of telecommunication bandwidth in much of 
the country 
• Relatively high communication costs 
• Lack of infrastructure in non-urban areas 
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• Relatively widespread computer illiteracy 
• The divide between rich and poor universities, and 
the current trend to institutional mergers 
• Low budgets for material acquisition 
• A deteriorating exchange rate, relative to the 
currencies in which electronic resources are 
generated 
 
As with most academic library communities, the South 
African transition to electronic reference began in the 
1980s, when the better resourced institutions acquired 
the Dialog service.  The transition to electronic 
material was made at different tempos across various 
institutions and discipline areas.  At the University of 
Pretoria, for example, subject specific reference 
collections were converted to electronic format well 
before this occurred within the general reference 
collection.  However, in many cases this conversion, 
because of the factors outlined above, has been slow. 
 
Darch, Rapp and Underwood commented in 1999: 
 
“In general, South African academic libraries are still in 
the process of positioning themselves for the kind of 
consortial purchasing of electronic information 
products that is now common in North America and 
other parts of the world.  South Africa is a new market 
for most vendors, both because South African 
academic libraries are still largely print oriented, and 
also because most of the libraries cannot afford to buy 
electronic products outside a consortial environment.”7 
 
Consortia are the major negotiating bodies for South 
African libraries in transforming their print reference 
(and general) collections to electronic format.  These 
consortia are generally regionally based.  Two of the 
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most successful have been GAELIC (founded in1996 
and partly funded by the Andrew W Mellon 
Foundation), based in the province of Gauteng and 
including the Universities of Pretoria and 
Witswatersrand, and CALICO (founded in 1992), 
based in the Cape Town area and including the 
Universities of Cape Town and Stellenbosch.  Most 
recently, the South African site licensing initiative is 
seeking to extend electronic resource purchasing, 
including full text journal databases, on a national 
basis. 
 
The pricing models being used by online resource 
vendors are, on the whole, unrealistic in the current 
South African economic environment.  Libraries there 
are trying to address this through their consortial-
based negotiations.  They are also actively involved in 
advocacy to the government regarding issues of 
affordable high bandwidth connectivity across the 
country.  Changes in such factors will be essential if 
South African libraries are to be able to capitalise on 
the advantages of such online reference resources – 
easier searching and accessibility, improved 
coverage, and greater connectedness across 
academic products. Existing models will not suffice. 
South African libraries are hoping to “leap frog” some 
of the interim solutions adopted elsewhere, possibly 
moving to an online environment based on mobile and 
wireless technologies. 
 
WHERE TO NOW? 
 
Students and staff are now able to meet most of their 
information needs from a selected, authoritative, 
online reference collection, but of course, many will 
routinely bypass this in favour of a Google search.  A 
key challenge for the reference librarian is how to 
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make these authoritative online reference collections a 
readily accessible, attractive and easy to search 
alternative for the devotees of general internet search 
engines. Stacy-Bates has outlined the design 
characteristics of good quality ready-reference 
webpages through her study of over one hundred 
academic libraries in the Association of Research 
Libraries (ARL). She concludes “As distance 
education efforts and the use of the Internet as an 
information source increase, librarians must offer high-
quality reference services through the Web to remain 
a meaningful research option for our patrons”.8 
 
Another pressing challenge for librarians is the issue 
of what to do with the remaining print reference 
collections. Are they providing users with the same 
readily accessible, attractive and up to date 
information resources that our users expect from 
electronic reference resources?  Have they been 
weeded of those information resources now better 
provided in electronic form, for example the indexing 
and abstracting service back runs? Have key 
resources which are easier to use in print been 
identified and kept up to date? Finally, in a more 
complex and hybrid world of reference resources, with 
some available in print and some available 
electronically, have academic library managers put in 
place adequate training and retraining programs in 
place to keep the skills of reference librarians at peak 
quality to provide our patrons with the very best 
professional service?  
 
A further very relevant issue relates to the future 
viability of the very concept of a university reference 
collection.  As clearly expressed by Susan Fales, 
Assistant University Librarian at Brigham Young 
University: 
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“With the advent of societies providing their journals in 
full-text, coupled with an excellent search engine to 
these journals . . .  the question becomes where is the 
need for mediation in the reference process and with a 
traditional reference collection?  Information seekers 
have the opportunity to go directly to many of these 
resources, without a traditional reference collection 
existing at all”.9 
 
There are no signs that the speed of transformation in 
academic library reference services is likely to abate.  
The transition of reference collections from print to 
electronic format will form only part of this 
transformation, as user behaviour continues to 
change.  A recent research paper released by the 
Microsoft Corporation indicated that, amongst the 18-
24 year old cohort of the United States population, 
84% own a computer, and 25% own more than one, 
while college students spend an average of 11 hours 
per week online.10  Such statistics suggest that 24x7 
access to online resources will soon become the 
norm, providing even more opportunities to capitalise 
on these new reference formats.  We are, without 
doubt, moving into a “brave new world” of interactive, 
real time provision of reference information and 
services to the users of academic libraries. 
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